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Chinese Medicine Treatments for Bone and Joint Diseases in the UK 
Ming Zhao Cheng  程铭钊 （英国） 
Chinese Medicine e as a system for treatments of many diseases was developed in China 
thousands of years ago. It was first introduced into Europe in the 17th Century, possibly by a 
doctor called Willem ten Rhijne. 
Widespread interest in Chinese Medicine has been developed since the 1970s, when China 
began to open up its door to the outside world.  In the past 30 years, the growth of British 
public’s interest in Chinese Medicine has been exponential. There are 2 main parts of 
Chinese Medicine being practised in the UK, Chinese herbal medicine (Zhong Yao中药) and 
acupuncture (Zhen Jiu 针灸). Acupuncture was introduced to the UK, much earlier than 
Chinese herbal medicine. In the UK, there are traditional/classical acupuncturists, who are 
represented by the British Acupuncture Council (3000 members) and the Association of 
Traditional Chinese Medicine and Acupuncture (UK) (800 members), and Medical 
acupuncturists, represented  by the British Medical Acupuncture Society, Acupuncture 
Association of Chartered Physiotherapists, the nurses and midwives and members of the 
Association of British Veterinary Acupuncturists, among others.  
The majority of UK Chinese medicine practitioners are home-grown. There are many 
acupuncture and Chinese herbal medicine courses in state universities and private colleges. 
Many medical doctors, nurses, midwives and physiotherapists train in acupuncture. In the last 
30 years, many doctors from Chinese moved to the UK to be employed as Chinese medicine 
practitioners, using Chinese herbal medicine and acupuncture to treat their patients.   
This briefing paper will give an overview on how Chinese medicine is practised to treat bone 
and joint diseased in the UK. 
1. Pure Chinese Medicine – Chun Zhong Yi (纯中医) and Reduced Availability of 
Chinese herbal Medicines 
In the UK, Chinese medicine is categorized as one of the many “complementary and 
alternative medicines (CAMs). The practitioners are not statutorily regulated by the state. 
Therefore, anyone can set themselves up to practise. They are allowed to use Chinese herbal 
medicine and acupuncture to treat their “clients”. They have no right to prescribe western 
medicines, as this right is reserved to the doctors, nurses, midwives, dentists, physiotherapists 
and veterinary surgeons, who are statutorily regulated by the state. A Chinese medicine 
practitioner is not allowed to use the title “Dr” if they are not registered with the General 
Medical Council, who is the state’s regulatory body for the medical doctors.  
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Although Chinese medicine practitioners can prescribe Chinese herbal medicine, the UK 
government has an organisation called “Medicines & Healthcare products Regulatory Agency” 
(MHRA), which is equal to the FDA of the USA. They decide what Chinese herbal 
medicines are allowed for the Chinese medicine practitioners to prescribe, and what are not. 
It is interesting to note that the doctors (most of them have no training is Chinese herbal 
medicine) are allowed to prescribe the ones that are not allowed for the Chinese medicine 
practitioners to prescribe.  
 
Therefore, in the UK, the method Chinese medicine practitioners have no choice but to only 
use Chinese medicine methods to treat bone and joint disease. These methods include 
acupuncture, Chinese herbal medicine and tuina manipulation. They also use moxibustion, far 
infrared heat lamps (Teding Diancibo Pu) and cupping. They claim that they practise Pure 
Chinese Medicine – Chun Zhong Yi (纯中医).   
2. Scope of Chinese Medicine Practice for Bone and Joint Diseases in the UK 
In the UK, the scope of Chinese Medicine Practice for bone and joint diseases is much more 
limited than that in China, where virtually all bone and joint diseases are treated by using 
Chinese medicine methods. In the UK, the first line of treatment for many bone and joint 
diseases is western medicine. This is particularly true in acute cases such are external injuries, 
fractures and joint dislocations. When people have such a disease, they will either go to the 
Accidents and Emergence of a general hospital or their family doctor, where they will be 
treated with an operation and/or western medications. They will be then referred to the 
physiotherapist. Only if the doctors or the physiotherapist fail to cure them when they seek 
CAM treatments, one of them is Chinese medicine.  
The common bone and joint diseases the Chinese medicine practitioners see in the UK are 
probably the same as those seen in the re-habitation department in a general hospital in China. 
The lists are long.  The bone and joints diseases that affect the whole skeletal system are 
osteoarthritis, rheumatic arthritis and rheumatic arthritis.  The common conditions in the 
upper limbs we see are shoulder joint diseases such as adhesive capsulitis (frozen shoulder), 
lateral epicondylitis (tennis elbow) and medial epicondylitis (golfer’s elbow); carpal tunnel 
syndrome and triangular fibrocartilage complex (TFCC) injuries. In the lower limp, we see 
arthritis and injuries of the hips, knees and ankles, as well as gout. In the spine, we see 
cervical and lumbar vertebral diseases and intervertebral discs diseases and sciatica. 
Systematic diseases, such as osteoporosis and osteopenia, are often treated by Chinese 
medicine practitioners as well.   
3. NICE guidelines 
NICE is the short term for The National Institute for Health and Care Excellence (NICE), 
who provides UK’s national guidance and advice to improve health and social care. UK’s 
doctors follow the NICE guidelines. This is particularly important if they want to refer their 
patients to have Chinese medicine treatments.  
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As you can see from above, there are long lists of common bone and joint diseases that 
Chinese medicine practitioners see every day, but NICE’s guidelines are very limited. 
Therefore, UK’s doctors are restricted in their recommendation for their patient to see a 
Chinese medicine practitioner.  Below is the list of bone and joint diseases currently 
recommended by NICE: 
Chronic lower back pain  
Osteoarthritis  
Neck pain  
The reason for their recommendation is based mainly on evidence. Their opinion is that 
Systematic reviews carried out by The Cochrane Collaboration have found there is some 
evidence acupuncture may have a beneficial effect on these conditions.  
The Chinese colleagues may ask what The Cochrane Collaboration is. Here is a brief 
description:  
According to Wikipedia, The Cochrane Collaboration was founded in 1993 under the 
leadership of Iain Chalmers (a British health services researcher). It was developed in 
response to Archibald Cochrane's (a Scottish doctor) call for up-to-date, systematic reviews 
of all relevant randomized controlled trials of health care.  
In the UK, Cochrane Reviews have powerful influence on policy makers in their decision to 
recommend or to oppose a treatment method to diseases. As they carry out systematic 
reviews looking for evidence, it is imperative that everyone should carry out their research 
and publish them; even a repeat of other people’s research can be very significant. 
As listed above, many Chinese medicine practitioners use acupuncture to treat many bone 
and joint diseases in the UK, but according to NICE , there is not enough good quality 
evidence to draw any clear conclusions over acupuncture’s relative effectiveness compared 
with other treatments.  Again, the systematic reviews published by The Cochrane 
Collaboration are decisive: more research is needed to assess whether acupuncture is 
effective for: 
Shoulder pain  
Elbow pain  
Rheumatoid arthritis  
4. Ways forward 
Considerable scientific research on acupuncture has been done in China, UK, USA Australia 
and Europe, but much remains to be done. The prospect in China is bright as the Chinese 
doctors are more aware of the importance of research. There are many hurdles in the UK to 
do acupuncture research, such as (the lack of) research interest from the scientific community, 




There are a number of aspects that we need to consider in terms of research. 
First, although it is generally accepted in China that Chinese medicine and acupuncture 
treatments are effective for many bone and joint diseases, this concept is not yet generally 
accepted in the West. People there are still sceptical about the research results presented by 
their Chinese colleagues. They are critical about their research methods, double-blind control 
and rest of it. Therefore, it is imperative that our Chinese colleagues are more immaculate in 
designing their research. 
Secondly, there is still a lot of question about how Chinese medicine work. We should not get 
bogged down by our classical texts. We have to use modern science and technology to carry 
out our research. There is a theory in the West that acupuncture stimulates the nerves in skin 
and muscle, and can produce a variety of effects. It increases the body's release of natural 
painkillers - endorphin and serotonin - in the pain pathways of both the spinal cord and the 
brain. This modifies the way pain signals are received. Are we sure about this? If so, we need 
more evidence. 
Thirdly, we need more researchers. We need more young people to study Chinese medicine, 
which I heard is a declining discipline in China. It is for our future and our children’s future, 
that Chinese medicine is to be made a more attractive career. It is hoped that our forum today 
will make a small step forward.  
 
 
 
